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                                           Roger Trigg, Kellogg College, Oxford
(also see my Religion in Public Life, Oxford University Press, 2007, and my Theos think-tankreport: Free To Believe? Religious Freedom in a Liberal Society.    
                          1)In Europe today the pursuit of equality, non-discrimination and ‘human rights’ is seen as overriding any claim to freedom of conscience, or of religion. The Council of Europe talks of ‘the supremacy of human rights over any religious tenet’. Religion is no longer valued for its own sake. In the U.K., charity law no longer sees religion as by definition a charitable object, but it has to prove ‘public benefit’. European human rights law holds that freedom is maintained as long as you are free to leave your job, if you are required in it to act against our conscience (e.g in Sunday working). Yet the freedom to be unemployed is not much of a democratic freedom. In Britain ‘equality’ regularly trumps freedom of conscience and religion. British Catholic adoption agencies have recently been forced to give up rather than give children to homosexual couples. Although homosexuality is the ‘hot’ issue for conscience at the moment, it is merely one example of how conscience can part company with social expectations. Pharmacists, and doctors are regularly faced with controversial ethical choices. Pressure from some quarters is increasing for health workers to participate in assisted suicide, perhaps even one day in euthanasia.    
                            2)  In Ireland the recent debate about civil partnerships has exposed an unwillingness on the part of Government to allow any  legal exceptions to cater for freedom of conscience or manifestation of religious belief.. The Minister for Justice, Dermot Ahern, said in the Dail: ‘What would the consequences be if we were to allow officials to choose the parts of their job they would not do on the basis of their religious beliefs?’ Those with conscientious objections to civil partnerships were dismissed by the Minister for the Environment, John Gormley as having ‘old and discredited prejudices. Similar attitudes are gaining ground in Britain. Because every exception cannot be allowed, it is assumed that none can be. Yet allowing conscientious objection in time of war provides a ready example of existing tolerance, in the face of deep principle, even when the future of a country may be at risk.         
                             3)  The issue is never who is right but how far we should respect the views of those with whom we disagree. Freedom of conscience and religion is meaningless if we do not allow freedom for beliefs and practices we do not share. That is the foundation of democracy. The fact that there are limits to any freedom does not mean that fundamental beliefs should not be accommodated as far as possible. Stifling the views and practices of opponents is a first step to totalitarianism. This is particularly important in the case of religion, which is deeply rooted in all human nature. Recent scientific research in the cognitive science of religion has underlined this. Restricting freedom of religion is to strike at the heart of what it is to be human.     

                            4)The idea that religious freedom is at odds with human rights is nonsense, as the right to freedom of religion (and of conscience generally) is itself always given in Charters as one of the most basic of human rights. It cannot be simply trumped by other rights. In the United States, it is regarded as the ‘the first freedom’. Discrimination on grounds of religion is as iniquitous as on grounds of race or sexual orientation .When rights clash, the solution is not for one to override the other but for ‘reasonable accommodation ‘ of both. It is essential, too, in a pluralist democracy that there be respect for institutions, such as Churches, which provide an important buffer between the individual and an increasingly powerful state. 
